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Jan Hilary Lachs 
(1881–1942)
He was born in Warsaw on the 15th of November 1881 into a traditional Jewish family. Up until the age of twelve, Yiddish was his only language. 
His father, Bernard, was a Warsaw merchant and his mother was Regina. He 
studied at the 2nd Government Secondary School in Warsaw and, in 1902, 
he obtained his school leaving certifi cate and, as a result of the low education-
al standards within the Russian area of partition, he went to study abroad. 
Young people from the territory of the former Congress Kingdom most oft en 
went to study mathematics and the natural sciences in Germany and Switzer-
land. Jan H. Lachs chose the Higher Technical School in Karlsruhe to do his 
degree. It was there that he started to study Chemistry. From 1904 to 1905 
he studied at the University of Leipzig, attending the lectures of Professor 
Wilhelm Ostwald, one of the most eminent physical chemists of his day, the 
author of the fundamental textbook Lehrbuch der allgemeinen Chemie. From 
Leipzig he was to transfer to the university in Heidelberg, where he studied 
under the supervision of Ostwald’s pupil: Prof. Georg Bredig. Under his tu-
torage he wrote his doctoral dissertation in chemical kinetics Adiabatische 
und simultane Reaktionskinetik des Diazoessigesters. His Ph.D. he obtained in 
1910 and, in 1911, he went to Berlin and found employment at the Biological 
Laboratory of the Municipal Hospital, directed by Prof. Leonor Michaelis. In 
this laboratory he carried out research into the adsorption of neutral salts. He 
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also spent a few months of 1911 in Brunswick, where he became acquainted 
with the techniques and methods of research into adsorption under the di-
rection of Professor Herbert Freundlich of the Brunswick Higher Technical 
School. In Berlin he also worked in the private laboratory of H. Friedenthal. 
Aft er these foundational studies and a laboratory-research internship con-
ducted under the guidance of eminent chemists of the day, he returned to 
Warsaw in 1912. He was to fi nd employment in one of the then best academic 
institutes dealing with the natural sciences – at the Agricultural Academy in 
Dublany. For a year he was the assistant of Prof. Jan Zawidzki, the eminent 
chemist, later the rector of Warsaw Polytechnic (1918/1919). In Dublany he 
continued the research into adsorption he had started in Berlin and Brun-
swick. Th is research involving the mixing together of various adsorbents; he 
was to carefully note down all the obtained results. In February 1913 he re-
turned to Warsaw, where work on the Radiological Laboratory of the War-
saw Scientifi c Society was underway, at which work into radioactivity was 
conducted, funded by the Warsaw industrialist Józef Kernbaum: in this way 
the endower wanted to commemorate the memory of his dead son Mirosław, 
a pupil of Maria Skłodowska-Curie. Jan H. Lachs, in the laboratory directed 
on the recommendation of M. Skłodowska-Curie by Dr. Jan Kazimierz Da-
nysz, was involved in further research into adsorption. He also commenced 
research into radioactivity. Th e years 1913–1914 were for him a period of 
intense research activity and many publications. He produced articles from 
the results of his own work as well as producing a series of reviews on chem-
ical research for Polish-language journals; he also published pieces abroad. 
World War I was exceptionally diffi  cult for the Radiological Laboratory, both 
for fi nancial and personnel reasons. Jan K. Danysz as a French citizen and 
reservist offi  cer was called up to the French Army. He was killed on the front 
in November 1914 at the age of only 30. At the end of 1918, Jan H. Lachs vol-
unteered for the newly created Polish Army. He served in various capacities 
including as a private, even though he possessed an academic qualifi cation 
which would have given him the possibility of obtaining a higher rank in the 
army. He served for several months in the communication corps, using his 
technical and scientifi c knowledge. 
Aft er the end of the war the honorary head of the Radiological Laboratory 
was to be M. Skłodowska-Curie, while the day-to-day running of aff airs fell 
to Ludwik Wertenstein. Jan H. Lachs from the 3rd of February – thanks to the 
eff orts of L. Wertenstein at the Mianowski Fund, was to be appointed sen-
ior assistant at the Radiological Workshop. He was to continue successively 
researching adsorption and had the support of the head of the Radiologi-
cal Laboratory L. Wertenstein, who saw the complexity of chemical research 
and its mutual relations. Th anks to the consistent nature of J.H. Lachs’ work 
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and the support of L.  Wertenstein, a department of Colloid Chemistry at 
the Laboratory was opened in 1926. In 1930, this department was restruc-
tured into an independent Colloid Chemistry Laboratory, fi nanced by the 
Mianowski Fund. It was to exist a mere two years as an independent unit. As 
a result of the crisis and fi nancial diffi  culties arising from the state the econ-
omy was in, the Colloid Chemistry Laboratory, headed by J.H. Lachs, was 
transferred to the Department of Physical Chemistry at the Free Polish Uni-
versity in Warsaw. Jan H. Lachs lectured in physical chemistry at the Asso-
ciation of Academic Courses, which in 1918 was transformed into the Free 
Polish University – a private institution of tertiary education in Warsaw. 
From 1911 J.H. Lachs was a lecturer in Physical Chemistry at the Mathemat-
ical-Natural Faculty of the Association of Academic Courses, while he was 
to continue this lecture within the structure of the Free Polish University. 
From 1920 to 1923 he was a lecturer in the chemistry of radioactive elements. 
At the Free Polish University J.H. Lachs also lectured in electrochemistry. On 
the 6th of March 1920 he sent a letter to the Jagiellonian University’s Faculty 
of Philosophy council with a request to be allowed to take the post-doctoral 
habilitacja examination. He submitted his research into adsorption and work 
on two adsorbents as the basis for the application. Th ese were four studies 
into the test results of adsorption on clay, kaolin, quartz, pumice, trisulphide 
arsenic, wool, animal and colloidal carbon. He described another course of 
adsorption processes in dyes as a result of the action of the adsorbent’s elec-
tric charges. He introduced into the testing as his own original contribution 
a second absorbent obtained through the help of the Warsaw researcher Zofi a 
Błaszkowska. Th e post-doctoral examination commission comprised, among 
others: Professors Tadeusz Estreicher, Bohdan Szyszkowski, Władysław Na-
tanson, Karol Dziewoński. Th e examination took place on the 30th of June 
1920. Th e examiners at the proceedings itself were: Professors K. Dziewoński, 
T.  Estreicher and B.  Szyszkowski, and on the 1st of July of the same year 
J.H. Lachs gave his post-doctoral lecture in front of the assembled Faculty 
of Philosophy entitled Pojęcie pierwiastka i atomu w świetle nowszych badań 
[Th e concept of the element and atom in the light of the latest research]. Aft er 
confi rmation of the awarding of the post-doctoral degree on the 29th of Oc-
tober 1920 he was given the post of assistant professor in Physical Chemistry 
and Electro Chemistry. He started work at the Jagiellonian University as an 
assistant professor but the illness with which he grappled in 1921 did not 
permit him to travel to Cracow. Jan H. Lachs presented the 3-semester pro-
gramme of classes covering lectures in colloid chemistry, radiochemistry and 
atomics. Th e poor fi nancial state in which the Jagiellonian University found 
itself in during the fi rst years aft er World War I did not allow it to build a new 
chemistry laboratory in which J.H. Lachs’s research could take place. From 
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1925 to 1938 he lectured in Physical Chemistry at the Pharmacy Department 
of the Jagiellonian University’s Faculty of Philosophy. In 1922, he participated 
in research at the Institute of Non-organic Chemistry in Göttingen, working 
on techniques to obtain colloid carbon, and subsequently on a method for the 
dispersion of light radiation in carbon colloid solutions. In 1928 he published 
in the journal Wszechświat an article which was a report on an academic trip 
to Sweden. He had then visited one of the best centres for chemical research 
of the day, namely the Institute of Physical Chemistry in Uppsala, which was 
headed by the Nobel Prize winner Th eodor Svedberg. In the 1930s, J.H. Lachs 
returned to his research into adsorption, brought about by the varied results 
that had been obtained by other chemists during the course of their stud-
ies. His other fi eld of research was work on natural radioactivity, this result-
ing from his work at the Radiological Laboratory in Warsaw. He conducted 
research into the radioactivity of rubidium and potassium. He showed that 
there exist isotopic varieties of calcium and strontium, which diff er with re-
gard to their atomic weight. J.H. Lachs’s theoretical assumptions were to later 
fi nd confi rmation in practical tests. During his research into adsorption he 
attempted to release the isotopes of various elements, however the technical 
possibilities of the day made it impossible for him to achieve his goal. In 1916 
he was to publish an exceptionally important article, the fi rst in Polish, on 
radiochemistry: Wyniki i zagadnienia radiochemii [Th e results and issues of 
radiochemistry]. During the interwar period he researched, together with 
Matylda Wertenstein, the behaviour of solutions of polonium and other radi-
oactive substances in the process of the adsorption; he tested the issue of the 
theory of electrical endosmosis and devised a research method for electrok-
inetic potential. In the fi nal years before the German invasion of Poland, he 
concentrated on research into the heterogeneity of various types of cellulose. 
Th ese were tests connected with the production of artifi cial silk. Jan H. Lachs 
as a researcher willingly worked with other scientists. He oft en travelled to 
Germany, visiting his former masters at the German chemical laboratories, 
by then his colleagues. He remained in friendly contact with W.  Ostwald, 
H.  Freundlich and G.  Bredig. He was enamoured by German culture and 
would presumably never have conceived that it would be from the side of 
Germany that a deadly threat to him and his nation was to come. He was also 
in contact with Soviet academics, something that during the interwar period 
was not easy for political reasons. In 1934, he took part in the celebrations 
to mark the 100th anniversary of the birth of the eminent Russian chemist 
Dmitry Mendeleev, which took place in Leningrad. Jan H. Lachs was a man 
fascinated with the world and had a great desire for travel. He went on trips to 
England on the ships Polonia and Batory. While visiting England he did not 
fail to call in on chemical laboratories. 
In the 1930s Jan H. Lachs was a scientifi c adviser to the Tomaszów Arti-
fi cial Silk Factory. A part of his research into adsorption he combined with 
work into dyes, the properties of cellulose and its processing during the pro-
duction of artifi cial materials. Th is factory partly fi nanced the Department 
of Colloid Chemistry, and subsequently the Colloid Chemistry Laborato-
ry. Th anks to the cooperation with the Tomaszów Artifi cial Silk Factory he 
was able to obtain grants for his junior colleagues. According to accounts, 
J.H. Lachs was a cheerful and sociable man, maintaining contacts also with 
Polish researchers from various academic disciplines. His circle of acquaint-
ances included Mieczysław Centnerszwer, Ludwik Hirszfeld, Wojciech Świę-
tosławski and the already mentioned L. Wertenstein. Aft er the outbreak of 
World War II J.H. Lachs was to remain in Warsaw. From October 1940 he 
found himself behind the walls erected by the Germans to seal off  the War-
saw Ghetto. Th ere he engaged in secret teaching. Serious health issues result-
ed from the dire hygiene conditions and the overpopulation of Jews within 
this confi ned area. Courses in Sanitary Training to Counter Epidemics were 
organised on the initiative of Juliusz Zweibaum. Th ese course were de fac-
to a conspiratorial medical faculty, on which students were taught material 
from the fi rst years of medical studies. Jan H. Lachs took part in this illegal 
education programme and lectured in Chemistry. In one of the chemist’s, 
a chemistry laboratory was organised to conduct research as well as to pro-
duce medicines. In July 1942, he was caught in Warsaw in a street hunt and 
transported to Treblinka where he was killed. He was married to Amalia née 
Karaś. He had a daughter, Janina, born in 1911 in Berlin. 
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